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In the age of globalisation, leaders face the challenge of breaking cultural barriers to ensure a sustainable business model and realise opportunities for success (Wibbeke and McArthur, 2013). The following report will present understanding of intercultural leadership through personal experiences, and how these experiences were influenced by leadership and management practices in employment.
The analysis contained will include insights put forward by great theorists such as Belbin and Hofstede, to illustrate the importance of intercultural leadership in the age of globalisation. The suggestions conclude that through examining and understanding the culture of others, it is possible to ensure successful talent management, and overall organisational sustainability.
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As a former employee of global hotel brand Marriott International, my career journey has seen vast exposure to different cultures. This has allowed for rich learning and understanding to take place, but also reflection on my own culture and how this has shaped my attitudes and opinions both personally and professionally.
During my time at Swansea Marriott Hotel, I worked in entry level and management positions. This has afforded me the experience of intercultural leadership through two different lenses.
As an associate, I worked beneath a manager whom Belbin would determine is a Completer Finisher (Smartt Strategies, 2014). This manager had wonderful attention to detail, and focused in on ensuring that standards were met and maintained. However, she struggled to delegate, and this resulted in her worrying to excess and projecting frustration onto the team. I struggled with this style of leadership, likely due to my position in the Belbin framework as a Team Worker (Smartt Strategies, 2014). I avoid friction and champion diplomacy. The fear of confrontation, and inability to make decisions are what Belbin refers to as allowable weaknesses (Smartt Strategies, 2014) and not complimentary of other roles.
The result was that myself and the manager in question could not find common ground. Our styles and approaches did not complement each other and often resulted in negative experiences. One such example, is that due to unexpected staff sickness we were running behind schedule to set up for an event in our banqueting suite. My approach was to appeal to the staff that were on shift to provoke a desire to perform to the best of their ability and perhaps forego a full break to enable us to get back on schedule. My manager however, maintained a standpoint whereby she was making orders and instilling fear to generate results. I felt this was having the opposite effect and when I raised this it resulted in us clashing. Interpersonal leadership requires communication and trust that others can participate in the decision-making process and the leader should provide the support to encourage collaboration (Zander, 2021). This highlights the issue that my former manager and I had, where we could not meet in the middle. I was attempting to empower myself and the team, whilst she was focused on giving tasks and ensuring results. The most beneficial outcome and greatest chance for success would be a combination of both the Completer Finisher and Team Worker styles.
Once I had progressed into management, I became preoccupied with the practices of the aforementioned colleague and determined to avoid that style of leadership myself. I feel this contributed to a more sustained approach of the Team Worker style in my management. One particular scenario that it is relevant is when I was tasked with organising the food and beverage team for a large New Years Eve function. I congregated the team at the beginning of the shift to discuss and allocate roles. I wanted the team to feel confident in the service they were providing, and I believed the best way to achieve this through a group decision. Through subsequent reflection I realise a large element of this approach was my desire to avoid confrontation and my struggle to make decisions in crucial moments. I recognise the team were happier on the shift in question and I believe as a result of this that their service offering was better. However, the question remains whether their productivity levels were as high as they could have been, and whether the allocated tasks best suited their strengths. In business the aim is to reach a shared goal and so effective collaboration is required, with approaches that are not influenced by ill feeling or reluctance on the part of the manager (Zander, 2021). This highlights that adaptations in approach would be beneficial.

It is not only management styles that have shaped my understanding. Swansea Marriott has a rich variety of staff from all over the world, and the education in culture that this has provided has been invaluable. For example, I appreciate the culture of India on a deeper level now, after having exposure to it through many colleagues. I understand the importance of family, and the level of respect that elders have, particularly male. I recognise how this becomes clear in attitudes within the workplace. I recall a scenario where I was spoken to by an Indian supervisor regarding my conduct when expressing displeasure with the attitudes of a chef. The supervisor could not understand how I deemed it appropriate to confront the chef, whilst I could not understand why they believed I should refrain simply because the chef was from an older generation. We successfully discussed our differing opinions; however, it showed me how easily a culture clash could escalate. Conflict can be caused, as outlined in the example above when people from a similar culture are working alongside those of a different culture who do not share the same beliefs (Remington, 2017). It is crucial to understand cultural differences to dissipate this threat as far as possible.
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As documented in The Journal of Leadership Education (2020); it is important to always look to the future to consider further diversification and globalisation potential. To understand how these differences influence leadership and management practices, it is important to appreciate through the concept of Emotionally Intelligent Leadership which considers the individual and the larger context of the group and organisation as a whole (Habber-Curran and Guramatunhu Cooper, 2020).
There are many factors that should be considered, including gender, race, citizenship, age, lifestyle and socio-economic status (Habber-Curran and Guramatunhu Cooper, 2020). Education is vital as a lack of awareness can lead to offence and, from a management perspective, disengagement of the team. The dangers are the risks of stereotyping and bias, which should be avoided. There is also the risk of misunderstanding and incorrect management techniques. A differing speed when speaking, or a particular tone of voice can be at first glance a small issue, but when considered in the context of intercultural relationships, it can be the difference between success and failure (Wibbeke and McArthur, 2013). Further complications arise when subcultures, where there is a culture within a culture, are considered. This demonstrates how multilayered we are as individuals with regard to our thoughts, opinions and beliefs. As stated in Global Business Leadership (2013) subcultures are varied and can include ethnicity, professional experience or the economy. Therefore, aspects such as age and gender, education level, social influences and economic status can all contribute to an individual’s cultural identity and must be considered when designing management and leadership practices.
When considering power structures, this can vary based on the origin of the people concerned. In geographical locations such as the United States of America or the United Kingdom, it can be argued that individuals are focused on their own personal success and standing out amongst competitors. Contrastingly, in areas including Sweden and Norway, it is preferred to operate equally thus avoiding competition (Casteneda et al, 2013). This can cause division in the workplace if there is a British staff member working alongside a Swedish staff member and so it is imperative that leadership practices reflect these considerations to result in a united workforce.
It is not just power, however. Aspects that may not at first appear relevant contribute also. For example, timekeeping. In cultures such as Africa or Latin America, the approach is casual. Whereas in cultures such as Japan, it is expected to make decisions in a timely manner. This must be understood and appreciated to avoid judgement and create harmony in the workplace that is conducive to successful talent management and overall organisational goals (Casteneda et al, 2013).
When these considerations are understood and implemented it can create one overall organisational culture that respects our multicultural world. This will allow the business to operate strategically and in an innovative manner that will result in greater command of the market sector (Casteneda et al, 2013).
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Throughout my career I have been exposed to different styles as a result of culture and this has resulted in varying reactions and adjustments to my approaches in both my professional and personal life.
I recall an occasion when I was working an evening event on the bar with a male colleague at Swansea Marriott Hotel. At the end of the evening my colleague was away from the bar completing closing procedure when a Chinese customer approached me. He requested a drink, to which I explained we had closed. He was rather unhappy and continued to request rather insistently. I repeatedly explained that due to our licence it wasn’t possible. When my colleague returned the customer asked him and my colleague answered as I had. To my surprise the customer showed understanding, held out his hand to shake in thanks and left. Upon later reflection and discussions peers I appreciated the age of the customer in question. He was around sixty years of age, whilst I was twenty-five. The generational divide would suggest that the customer was having difficulty being declined by a young female but was comfortable when it was an older male. I add here that my colleague was forty years of age. Initially I felt offended, but after reflection I appreciated that it was a culture clash due to age difference and potentially gender. This reflection taught me that it is important to alter approaches and delivery based on the culture of the person that is being interacted with to avoid unnecessary escalation. The emotional response must be removed, with a focus instead on appreciating differences (Liu., Liu and King, 2022). It is understood that in Chinese culture the authoritarian position is held by a male, whilst the female is more passive. Therefore, it can be difficult for a Chinese male to understand a British female exerting authority. Equally, it can be difficult for a British female to avoid taking this standpoint as a result of the cultures of our nation. As noted in Women in China Moving Forward: Progress, Challenges and Reflections (2020); there is still evident gender inequality despite movements towards a more socialist environment (Yang, 2020). There is still a high rate of opinion that women should remain in the household and not be part of the workplace (Yang, 2020). These aspects of culture would have likely influenced the reaction of my customer. It is not for me to agree or disagree, but my future practices will include understanding to differing perspectives. 
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When reflecting on my cultural intelligence, I am struck by how unconscious bias can so easily influence decisions. I appreciate that I have held unconscious bias towards certain cultural areas such as age. When Swansea Marriott rebranded to tech savvy Delta Hotels, I resisted the task of training our older team in the new technical practices as I believed they would struggle. I also had an element of unconscious bias towards job roles. I was more trusting of our experienced engineer than the newer team member even though his technical training was more current. I did not allow these unconscious biases to be outwardly noticeable, but I can appreciate that they existed. I understand that these unconscious biases are unhelpful and not indicative of reality, which is useful as I continue my career path working alongside varying ages, skill and experience levels. The Authentic Leadership Theory as outlined in Developing character-based leadership through guided self-reflection (2021) discusses how leaders must be aware of and understand their own strengths and weaknesses to successfully lead and develop a team and see personal growth. It is crucial to keep learning and strive to continue to improve multicultural relationships (Kiersch and Gullekson, 2021).
I have committed to improve my cultural understanding through learning and putting this learning into practice by adapting my approaches to suit the situation. In relation to my earlier example where I discussed a Chinese customer, I proactively embarked on understanding the Chinese culture to better approach future interactions.
This led me to research other cultures, and how they are different or similar to my own. I have discovered that Ramadan involves more than fasting and dedication to prayer. I understand the community aspects and appreciate how strong the familial link is. This encouraged me to support our Muslim workers at Swansea Marriott more than I had previously. They do not simply break the fast when the sun goes down, but they gather in groups of family and friends to dine and socialise. Once I learned this, I made efforts with scheduling to enable Muslim associate to dine at home. Acknowledging and challenging my beliefs through conversation, observation and reflection results in my ability to critically analyse my leadership style and make positive improvements (Kiersch and Gullekson, 2021). Whilst self-reflection is a beneficial exercise, it is not without danger. It can promote fear and unnecessary anxiety of making the incorrect decision. It can lead to overthinking, a loss of natural reactions, and can provoke unhealthy comparisons. These elements should be considered so the best outcome can be achieved. As suggested by Gary Yukl in Leadership in Organizations, Global Edition (2019) the gap can be bridged by focusing on three areas: purpose, moral standards and outcomes. By maintaining a concise approach, the self-reflection can be effective without becoming overwhelming. 
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I find it relevant to utilise Handy’s Management Theory in support of my own experiences. Charles Handy studied the behaviour of individuals and businesses (Fraraccio, 2023) with the goal of understanding how these behaviours contributed to the culture of the organisation. 
My manager in Swansea Marriott whom I discussed earlier in this report operates a Power Culture environment favouring strict rules and procedures. She is rigid in approach and resistant to adaptation (Fraraccio, 2023). This is not a management style that I appreciated. However, when I was promoted to a management role, I gained an understanding for why she took this approach. My aim was to create a Person Culture. I wanted to home in on individual strengths and encourage talents (Fraraccio, 2023). I believed this to be the approach that would garner the most success. However, I began to appreciate that my approach at times would present challenges in relation to staff members appreciating my role in the hierarchy compared to theirs. I would meet greater resistance when attempting to control situations as the staff members seemed to hold me at a lesser position due to my relaxed style. I believe that they did not feel there would be consequences, at least not to the extent that there would be with my previous manager. The result was that the performance on my shifts could be less favourable than my fellow managers who took a less tolerant approach. I now understand that approaches must be catered to promote the needs and objectives of the collective. Rather than focusing on only the staff, or only the business strategy, there should be a common ground to achieve the best results for all. As noted by Ruth and Netzer (2020) “Leaders are concerned with human beings while managers are occupied with numbers” (p.4). I can conclude that I was making attempts to lead, whilst my colleague was making attempts to manage. A combination of the two styles would be preferrable and encourage uniformity for the management team, and clarity for the associates. This has led to adaptation in my approach. I strive now to find a combination of the two styles and adapt in response to the needs of the team and the circumstances we are operating within.
I now take time to assess and appreciate beliefs, values and behaviours of the individual and allow for in the moment thought before responding. During my time working for Swansea Marriott, my team consisted of an almost equal mix of Romanian, British and Indian staff members. There were evident cultural differences that it was my role as manager to understand to keep the team working together towards the business objectives. This was challenging as elements such as strong opinions and reactions to offence required prompt action. As outlined in The Culture Factor Group’s Country Comparison Tool (2024), Indian and Romanian cultures heavily favour a power dynamic with a clear hierarchy, they scored 77 and 90 respectively. The United Kingdom is significantly lower, scoring only 35. These results give a clear indication of where resistance would be most likely met when exerting authority. Understanding that Romanian culture responds well to orders whilst British culture requires more equality is important, as it enables a management style to be adapted to the needs of the individual (Hofstede Insights, 2024). It also allows for educating opportunities, whereby the cultural divide can be broken down. There were many occasions where I observed the Romanian or Indian associates watch in disbelief when their British counterparts challenged instruction. Through reflection, I appreciate that education in cultural differences is hugely important, and an adaptation on the part of the leader is crucial. 
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As outlined in Managing Cultural Differences: Global Leadership for the 21st Century (2017) leaders should not force ideas but should connect their thoughts and beliefs with those of their team, whilst appreciating the environment they are operating within. Whilst working under a supervisor of Indian descent that had a somewhat forceful approach of management, I found that my beliefs on workplace culture were in conflict, and I resisted his practices. He had a traditional mindset to how the food and beverage department should function. He believed it was more appropriate for male staff members to work on the bar and for females to work in the restaurant. I felt that my capabilities were stronger in the bar and expressed this. It was not well received, he felt I was questioning his authority. As acknowledged in The Culture Factor Group’s Country Comparison Tool (2024); Indian culture is such that the power dynamic is strong, and it is not accepted for those lower down in hierarchy to challenge the decision of the leader. This is in direct conflict with the culture of the United Kingdom where the general consensus is that open communication is important. The role of the leader is to understand the differences and seek a favourable solution.
Another scenario that I have encountered that highlights challenges is attitudes to work versus leisure time. My Indian supervisor was renowned for working long hours, six days a week and maintaining constant contact. My research has determined that this is a result of his culture. Indian culture does not prioritise leisure time, and actively promotes restraint. British culture places more importance on leisure time and shows less restraint (Hofstede Insights, 2024). I struggled to understand my supervisor’s attitude to work, believing he should show trust, and I misjudged him as arrogant, believing he felt it was only him that could perform to the standard required. He told me that I lacked commitment and was somewhat disengaged, when I believed myself to have the correct work and life balance. Communication would have afforded us the opportunity to connect and work together more effectively. My personal experience, along with theoretical research has afforded me the knowledge that to be a successful leader, one must be committed to learning constantly, and prepared to practice inclusivity (Bunic, 2024). Honing these skills make it possible to take advantage of the opportunities that intercultural leadership can offer.
During my time in management in Swansea Marriott, I discovered that cultural understanding can directly impact on innovation within an organisation. I was a member of the Associate Relations Committee, a Marriott directive that sees a team of hotel employees form a committee to make improvements for the workforce, customers and wider community. We held monthly meetings where I found myself sat around a table in active discussion with peers that I had worked with for years but had little interaction with outside of a brief hello on the way to our respective departments. It was during this time that I began to appreciate the power of communication. Talking and engaging builds meaningful bonds. I decided to take this to my own department, and it became a preoccupation to encourage active communication. I designed rotas to match staff members that hadn’t interacted often, and I set tasks that required teamwork, such as a cocktail designing competition. This was received well, it boosted relationships in our department and resulted in a better service offering for our guests. With the aforementioned cocktail designing competition, I suggested individual cultures could influence the appearance and ingredients used. This sparked conversation such as where people were from and what had brought them to our hotel to work. It highlighted how the team could adapt, showed personal growth as understanding increased, and brought differing cultures into our direct service offering which wowed the guests. It is important to note that whilst I was fortunate in my experience, this is not always the outcome. As Jang explains in Cultural Brokerage and Creative Performance in Multicultural Teams (2017); it is important to not force people into predetermined categories as this can result in a misinterpretation of the beliefs of the individual according to presumption. Jang’s study explores this subject in detail, allowing for her to determine that the best opportunity for success is to identify and utilise cultural brokers, or team members that have multicultural backgrounds, and can therefore appreciate differences, and show understanding with more ease (Jang, 2017).
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Through reflection I have discovered the power in showing humility. It has been documented that decisions of leaders are often made with heightened emotion, whereby elements such as anxiety and confusion can distort the decision-making process (Yukl and Gardner, 2019). Mistakes will happen, and a team will be more receptive to manoeuvring this if the leader takes accountability for their part. 
I have also discovered a deeper appreciation for what Yukl and Gardner (2019) refer to as participative leadership. This involves group decision making and team consultations. Collaboration of a team relies on communication and individual members feeling they are valued. If the team can participate in active discussions regarding non urgent decisions, it would foster stronger relationships and improved success rates. However, that success will be determined based on the individuals involved, meaning there is risk with this style of leadership. If there is not clearly established trust then it is less likely that the team will positively participate (Yukl and Gardner, 2019). Participative leadership, if implemented, should be at a stage where trust has already been successfully formed. This reasoning likely explains why there are reports of both success and failure with this approach (Yukl and Gardner, 2019). The leader must first encourage active listening, acceptance of feedback, commitment to understanding diversity, and balance between direction and empowerment.
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Successful intercultural leadership can be obtained through a concept known as brokering. A cultural broker will make attempts to reduce division to reach a common goal (VanLandingham et al, 2023). It is an important position to hold, and one that any team member can undertake.
I have been a cultural broker when a new member of the management team joined our food and beverage department at Swansea Marriott. Her nationality is Polish, and I quickly realised that her culture was clashing with that of our British staff. I was fortunate enough to have a great relationship with both sides, and this is how I was aware of conflict. Observation taught me that the British staff members had taken offence to her blunt delivery, and the Polish staff member had taken offence to their resistance to her authority. The British staff members felt she was unapproachable and volatile, but as I had a friendship with the supervisor in question, I knew this was not the case. Instead, her lack of confidence in relation to her language skills was presenting itself in an angry delivery. There was misunderstanding on both sides and so I started the process of brokering. I suggested an open discussion, where frustrations could be aired in a safe setting with me as mediator. We completed this process, and at first, I felt we would be unsuccessful as the divide was too large, but as the conversation progressed it became apparent that assumption was responsible, and discussion had enabled clarity. Both sides now understood that the frictions were due to misunderstanding and a resolution could be reached. I took the opportunity to begin making suggestions such as frank discussion at times of offence rather than avoidance. I reminded both parties that a confrontation need not be volatile, it can be approached politely. The British team members and the Polish supervisor agreed to commit to open communication to avoid misinterpretation. I believe that by having a cultural broker present to act as an impartial mediator, the conversation could unfold peacefully and heighten a successful outcome (Jang, 2018).
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The effectiveness of my efforts was that a calm, yet open conversation took place. However, it was limited to only the team members concerned, and so an opportunity for the entire department, and wider hotel team to enter the discussion was missed. Upon reflection I realise that whilst I was proactive in brokering the situation, once an agreeable outcome had been achieved, I did not follow up. I should have continued to monitor the situation, adopted a position as mentor to the staff members concerned and ensured that they were learning necessary skills to continue reducing division. I should have focused on other team members and looked for inclinations that they were having difficulties and reacted accordingly. I should also have delved into the Marriott policies on diversity in more detail and taken advantage of training opportunities.
The suggestions outlined above lend themselves to the idea of ambidexterity in business and leadership. This concept is focused on finding balance between attack and defence in action (Birshan et al, 2022). An ambidextrous management team will see real success rather than base level survival (Birshan et al, 2022). I attacked the scenario outlined in a proactive manner by gathering the team members and beginning dialogue to diffuse conflict. However, once this had been completed, I went into defence mode, where I decided that my role was complete. A more ambidextrous approach would have seen me take time to ensure future problems were averted.
Contrastingly, it has been suggested in The Journal of Innovation and Knowledge that “an ambidextrous strategy seems to even negatively influence the competitive advantage of a firm” (p. 203). Therefore, it must be approached with caution, and understanding of impact to ensure it is the correct decision. An analysis of risk versus reward would be a logical first step. As outlined above, I believe the reward would outweigh the risk and so it would be important to adopt the strategy, however this will not apply to every scenario. It is important to also note that I brokered this scenario without formal training. It would be remiss after the event to not deepen knowledge to understand if the action taken was correct.
The Marriott website outlines clear commitment to diversity and cultural awareness. There is a focus on driving inclusivity, with this recognised as making strategic business sense. The brand as a whole has “been named one of the World’s Best Multinational Workplaces by Great Place to Work®, the world’s largest annual study of workplace excellence” (Marriott International, 2019). This has been achieved through tools and resources that increase knowledge and understanding. My reflection has shown me that the information was available, and I should have proactively sought to obtain it and teach it to my team.
This reflective report has also reiterated the importance of guided self-reflection to learn and improve. It would have been beneficial to encourage and facilitate self-reflection within my team to strengthen understanding and prompt analysis that questions assumptions and beliefs (Kiersch and Gullekson, 2021). This would have been of great benefit given the circumstances of the scenario outlined above. As discussed, there are many layers to cultural awareness and reflection would aid identification and streamline an approach to more successful outcomes of understanding. This would bring harmony to the organisation and help with business sustainability also.
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Intercultural leadership is a complex subject. In this age of globalisation where exposure to differing cultures is commonplace, education and understanding is paramount. Through personal reflection on my role as both a subordinate and leader within a global organisation I have determined areas of strength and weakness, which allows for continued growth. I have acknowledged unconscious bias and the detrimental effects of this.
This educational journey is possible through reflection on previous experiences to analyse established methods of success and areas where improved practices could be implemented. Critical research analysis has afforded a deeper understanding of the importance of frameworks such as Belbin’s team roles and Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions when educating and implementing practices.
I have discovered that a synergy of approaches rather than one set answer is applicable. I have also discovered that the topic is a continuous growth area that requires close monitoring in an ever-changing landscape. As cultural awareness is crucial to business strategy, there are far reaching implications.
Ultimately, I realise that communication is key. Direct discussion, cultural brokering and training opportunities will bridge gaps that different cultures can establish, allowing for a strengthened workforce and less unconscious bias.
Therefore, it can be concluded that to achieve success in intercultural leadership, talent management must be a focus, and this is why my recommendations are to incorporate cultural awareness into talent management practices. As McKinsey & Company (2023) have explained, talent management concerns the staff and the practices that the organisation can implement to provoke happiness, productivity and continuous development. Intercultural appreciation fits into all aspects of this definition.
To achieve this, workforce planning is vital. Education on intercultural relationships can be incorporated into training plans for individual staff members. It can close skills shortages and highlight gaps in talent that need to be filled (McKinsey & Company, 2023). Nottrodt (2023) summed up the importance rather concisely when she stated that if talent management is not a key focus, then the organisation will fail to establish or maintain a competitive advantage. With talent management and intercultural leadership operating in tandem, the two must be incorporated into business practices.
This will therefore structure my leadership approaches in future teams that I may hold responsibility for. On a more personal level, I will continue to utilise self-reflection to understand actions and seek improvement. I understand this will be a continuous process, but one that can bring great reward to my role as a leader in this global age.
I will spend time enriching my understanding through research and education to appreciate the wonderful cultures that our world enjoys and ensure that I am interacting appropriately in my professional and personal life. I will utilise this knowledge and understanding to educate my peers and invite discussion to provoke awareness and strengthen interactions. 
This experience of self-reflection has been valuable for me. I have always taken pride in my inclusive nature, and yet, I have been able to identify areas of weakness that require some attention to make my skillset stronger. The challenge to acquire this knowledge is one I undertake with rigour and excitement.
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